Growth factors in the uterus: steroidal regulation and biological actions.
Rapid progress has been made within the last 5-6 years in characterizing polypeptide growth factors in uterine tissues and fluids. There is convincing evidence that their synthesis and/or secretion is regulated by steroid hormones. The possibility that these growth factors play a central role in growth and development of the uterus or placenta is suggested by the presence of their receptors on uterine or placental cells and their stimulatory effects on these cells in vitro. Since growth factors interact synergistically and also have non-mitogenic functions, the presence of a variety of these factors in the uterus suggests that they probably regulate various aspects of uterine function through complex autocrine and paracine pathways. However, experimental models need to be designed that will permit a more detailed analysis of the actual role of these factors in utero. Fruitful approaches may be to administer neutralizing antibodies or blocking peptides so as to antagonize uterine growth factor action, or to develop appropriate transgenic animals. These and other lines of study should help us to understand the role of growth factors in development of the immature uterus, growth of the placenta or gravid uterus, repair and angiogenesis of the endometrium, and uterine pathology.